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The Caspian Gates in Roman-Persian relations 

in ancient Transcaucasia 



By David Braund, Exeter 

The "Caspian Gates? prove as problematic as they are familiar in the ancient history of 
the Caucasus. The loponym is associated with at least three distinct places by our 

sources : 

I) the passage to the south of the Caspian Sea; 2) the pass at Derbcnd: 3) the route 
ih;ii runs north out ol Iberia from Mtskheta up the valley of the Aragvi and down the 
Terek towards modern Vladikavkaz, the so-called Darial Pass. The tripartite division is 
useful, but it misses much ol the main point about the term "Caspian Gates", namely that 
the ancient sources are usuaJly uncertain, schematic and/or confused in their knowledge 
of the geography of the region. 

Only one classical author makes very clear distinctions between the three routes, 
namely Ptolemy c. AD 150, For him the Caspian Gates arc the pass to the south of the 
Caspian Sea, while the pass at Derbcnd is termed the "Albanian Gates": the pass north 
from Iberia is termed the "Sarmalian Gales"'. Also exceptional is the toponym "Cauca- 
sian Gates", which is found in the account of the elder Pliny, who published his Natural 
History in AD 77. 

Plinv mentions the pass twice in his sixth hook: 

I ) »By them are the Caucasian Gales, called by many, in great emir. "Caspian", a huge work 
of nature where (he mountains arc suddenly broken span. There doon have been added, with iron- 
bound beams, beneath the centre of which flows a river of dreadful smell and. on the near ndc. on 
a rock a fort called Cumanitt has been built 10 ward ofr the passage of innumerable ...bes. In that 
place the world is divided by gates, opposite, cspca.llv. Hermas.us a town o. tete^ 
the Caucasian Gates through the Gurdinian mountains arc the Vail, and Suar* ^g**** 
however ihev dig gold-mines. From these as far as Pomus arc very m;a>v types of Henoch, then 

who »L„ *» 2££ 

gates ol Iberia which we said arc called Caucasian . Ann tne pia. i 

have this name inscribed upon then, And d. threat ^gg^SS^SSi , 

to the "Caspian" gates, when he aimed a. h,. va.es ^ r 

tians. which take one hardly any closer .0 ^^^T.bose who took pan in the eam- 
thc Caspian tribes, which cannot be distinguished except mrougn inns 

paien ol Alexander the Great 

/i„ r -,.„ ri iii-s lor the Darial " iss. even 

«*» *>»» - mm ; ga; aeffi 22- » ***** * 

pedaUy with Profc. G*&xh\tte. »ftai*to ami Street n. 

hut 5.8.5; 
Ptin,. nat. 6.30. 

1 Plitu|yfiM^ , , in ,h is ti ^ round at NaLutaik«vi. nui Hiiymcn 

""rSSSSt . 1 30- 1*4. concluding in*.r 11 ,u 

On its discovery *« Apakuwc l™« 1 n ' 

CC. Braund |W, 227 - 23*1 
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u^" (AD V^rXTJ^ and perhapj 

„',, 0,<oursc,^J* 1 , thal Ron e h ^ - ^ abollt del ences of 

been ^^S^ t hK .t sourcc of Pliny's con hdencc. 

^^SlSi Cocbulo ^ V Part hian empire, or the Part^n 



, .^.fuMiion of Iberia ("strengthened 

a „l„ved a kev rale in 'he tort" which waUs had 

1AD 69 .79) ^PL;* obscure- ttt „, llineers md perhaps 



Iberia. Thai was 



,lvcnwni m, l" ' ui.. , he source o" • •■■*'■■ 
, JeCorbiilo and probabl he ^ , ^ p arlhian 

a. t Ills involved nations *ith he w ^ The Roman, 

the iffl«c M •'" :1 " insl the Abnsdunng 'hc re.gno t 
«« — fi" '^Jgg^an: Vespasian * son D -n ^ ^ 
refused- .hough no. * - » ; when abo^AD ^ Media and Armenia. 



, ■ »k*J to Ro" 1 "" M,p ^ Vespasian's sou Domit 
S hough no. without dacus^ Vesp _ ^ „ ^ 

rU X in Vespasian 



Although h.seplins is ^ » - . date*. _ „ ..„ lirt n in Transcauca- 



"WSS theevcni anditsdate • cooperation in Trunscauca- 

^ °< ""hem ?Ro—an Rations. ™e ^ 

-.--in^^ Ncro l)a d cached with the Parties 
H „ w> from the diploma uc y« jn Romc ol - Tindalcs f Armerna 

fa brother ol .be P^hmn U-^ero ma m.a.n u ^ ^ ^ Telalionship 

bis death: he sen. (lower, lor Nero s ^ 1 . ^ [0 lhe Caspian Gates * to< 

— f rr^Sn^^SS^ Project: 1 would suggest 

he m.er|«e.ed b ..lends. .Ik I a ih.ari coop cration against the peo- 

lm askinc for lhe completion of a project already planned under Ncro . 

cShc importance of the Caucasus in .he earl) 70s. PI my evidently "ioc*? 
.„ rr ,, new mionnation aboul Caucasian routes to incorporate in his work of AD 77, 
completed .wo vears af.cr .he Ibenan inscription was cut. Elsewhere Plmy used cenlur. 
n B N tepons' '. wlien emperors sem them lo unknown regions. Under Vespasian S sort 1W 
mm.Hi. a Roman ccmurion lcf. a graffito near Baku". If Roman military engineers were 
in Iberia in die early 70s AD. Plins doubtless benefited from their explorations there. 

However, the impact of Pliny\ account was limited. Even Tacitus did not follow 
Pliny's distinction, though he used Pliny 's writings and was a family friend. He describes 
a Sanralian incursion of AD 35: lhe king of lhe lhcnans was Pharasnianes. who: 

allied himself lo lhe Alhani and summoned lhe Sarmatians. whose chieftains (scepluchi) took 
dil km Mdes after accepting gifts from both, in the manner of their people. But the Iberians, cott- 
trolling the plates, by the Caspian way (Caspia via) suddenly poured Sarmatians into Armenia- By 
cqtfttti those Sarmatiuns Mho came to help die Panhians were easily kept back, since ihcir cne- 
""cs i w the Ibenans) had closed off other routes or access, while one remaining route between the 
sea arid die tdt.maie mouniainvof the Albuni had been made difficult by the tide, for the shallow? 
' ^ blas,> 01 l,lc ckMan M,1,Js l » tinier the south wind roll.s back the waves and 

^ ™ .s dnven back upo „ ,^|f thu sha |, ow , of , hc ^ 



f w^uwn :;I)vo(t6.I5.3 
b .bcli liiij 7,M4jj; 

S«l, Ncro 51; d .Tac.,Hw t I J 



„ jJ*»H«fi«r kSS IWtSS^' r. W, ^ w M:,tt Tranwauc^U. in advance of NentTs cam- 

1( " m ' c l 1>«-6.IS4. — 3-326 ' *"M 

„ "^Kh m*m* (991 fc ^ 
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The 4? Ga*pian Way" is evidently lhc route north from Iberia: Pliny^ icrni "Caucasian 
Gates" is ignored. The rulers or Iberia also preferred to retain lhc name of the "Caspian 
Gates". For at aboul the time thai Tacitus published his Annals in aboul AD 1 16, an Ibe- 
nan prince died while besieging Nisibis with lhe emperor Trajan. His epitaph, in grandi- 
ose Greek, says or the Iberian prince lhai his "native land lies by lhe Caspian Gates" l \ 
Evidently, the rulers of Iberia were no more interested than was Tacitus in the Tine dis- 
tinctions and terminology used by Pliny and Ptolemy. 

The Caspian Gates were famous throughout the Greco-Roman world, particularly 
through their association with Alexander lhe Great, who had passed south ol r the Caspian 
Sea. It is easy 10 understand why writers like Tacitus and Siaiius miehi pick-, in i eta in 
lhe term 1 ' 1 . It is also easy to see why the rulers of Iberia might approve an ussueiation with 
such a famous location, for the association gave Iberia and its rulers a stronger image and 
a link with Alexander Appropriately, Nero called the legion raised for his expedition to 
the Caspian Gates "Athe phalanx of Alexander lhc Great" 15 . 

The passage north from Iberia repays closer attention. First, it is to be noted that the 
relationship between the lhcnans and the iribes lo the north was not simple hostility* 
["acinic mcnlions lhe lhcnans as forming a cooperative idJUan^e With lhc S.nnuiians in 
AD 35* We find the same process later in AD 135 lfl . Strabo claims lhat the Iberians of lhc 
mountains were the kinsmen of the tribes of the plain to the north and fought beside 
them 17 . In Iberia the Caspian Gates were not so much a banner as a means of control, per 
haps even taxation. Il remains very doubtful whether there really was an actual pair of 
gates, though Pliny does say as much, as we have seen. A fortification seems lo mc lo be 
more likely. Nor could control be guaranteed: the Kartlis Tskhovreba shows that the pas 
sage could nol always be held against a determined onslaught. 

Secondly, there were many routes across the Main Caucasus, often neglected by 
modem scholars, as also by some of our ancient sources. The importance of the Darial 
Pass is thai il is one of the easiest, Some ancient lexis show an awareness of these other 
routes, as did Tacitus 18 , Procopius, whose geography of Transcaucasia can be poor gels 
this point right'". After all, what is a pass? A determined and unencumbered irave ^ 
find many routs* through the mountains north of Iberia. Particularly so m good ucathu ttj 

th 
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plain were notably good. As Gachechilad^recently observed in a 
Caucasus is "not an insurmountable barrier 
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Silv. 4.4,63-4* AD 95. 
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Tac., Ann, 6.33. 
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only *>«••« ** 7Z " in d Procopius 

u nt mentioned by Mcuw 



n, IV,,- iu.l , ^ r ^' for .1 load, into Itent. but It could be cir 
rtrtoipoinl was -imaied o.i ihe Da™ a of lhc fort has its ongt»the: 

SK* by «* diffic^l ^^ cludct ) in ,he mm, of AD 363. The *r- 
3** o' * Sue .o an agreement Procopius sheds light; 

^ittiu had ibc greater need, but Anasiastus 

. . . . - down l0 Aniha/ookes. He was n Hun by blood, hut a 
in« ihc ■ «'•"■> l vts " n ; 1 , ... .I cmperor Tins Ambazoukcs, when he reached a great 
friend or the RjW** «™ « ***7 * .. ' . k d lor nioncv n the undei standing that he 
up and »» close to derth. u 1 , Romans. Bui lhc emperor Anastasius (tor 

• «■ ^ ,,oW and f fZ e S m nation and was not accustomed so to do) reasoned 

h . -ma .mi t itmv how (a iici wuhout close examinanoiT anu was nm uwvw 

! Sp£5« for him to supply soldiers there, in . p ace whtch was devoid of J 
' : ■-' Pic du. was controlled by .he Romans. So he^ 

Z deer B«thude to (he nun lor his good-will, bul did not enter into such an arrangement. 

SEcioie. «hN " v-nha/oukes soon afterwards dted from a disease. Cavad used force against h* 

%um and held tltc Gales." 

Lydus evidence shows ihat Anasiasius prefened to give money to Cavad and not 
intervene directly. Th>u was good sense, for Iberia was in the Persian sphere: the ton 
would be hard lo supply, The presence of the Hun may indicale that Persia manned the: 
lumson wiili mercenaries, while Rome had preferred lo leave it to the Iberians. It seems 
reasonable io suppose also that litis tan had been Pliny's Cumania, located (like the other 
sues k-rnied 'Caspian Gates '! in a fairly level passage. In Iberia a distinction must be 
drawn between tlie sue of ihe Ton and the high crossing lo its south near modem Kazbegi* 
The fon itsell is now known by ihe name of its mediaeval incarnation, l Tanmra f s Fort"% 
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